There are at least two reasons for thinking the 2017 general election was a watershed in the evolution of Britain's party system. The first concerns the parties' electoral appeal and the apparent return of two-party politics. In 2017, the Conservatives and Labour between them secured no less than 82.3% of the popular vote. This was a dramatic increase on the 67.2% they had garnered in 2015, and the first time since 1979 that they had obtained more than four-fifths of votes cast.
The second reason, and the primary focus of this article, concerns the programmatic basis of party competition and apparent shifts in the two major parties' ideological positions. The source of Labour's shift can be traced to the aftermath of the 2015 general election, when the party elected Jeremy Corbyn as its new leader in place of Ed Miliband. 1 Corbyn was from the radical left of the party and the most rebellious Labour MP between 1997 and 2010. But in a party that was dissatisfied with 'politics as normal' and which had recently introduced a one-member-one-vote system for choosing its leader, Corbyn's reputation worked to his advantage. Now he was in a position to abandon New Labour centrism for good.
The source of the Conservatives' shift can be traced to the aftermath of the 2016 Brexit referendum. David Cameron had called, fought and lost the vote to keep Britain in the European Union, and then promptly resigned. He was succeeded as
Conservative leader and prime minister by Theresa May, who inherited the responsibility for negotiating Brexit. 2 May also hinted at taking her party in new directions. With at least one eye on 'left behind' working-class voters, she promised not to govern in 'the interests of the privileged few', but to 'make Britain a country that works for everyone'. If her rhetoric hinted at a return to traditional One Nation priorities, it was also a snub to some aspects of Thatcherite orthodoxy: the new prime minister talked of having employees represented on company boards, of constraining corporate pay and of 'a proper industrial strategy'.
It was partly in a bid to bolster her personal authority and policy agenda that Theresa May called a snap election in March 2017. The thinking seemed impeccable.
The Conservatives were comfortably ahead of Labour in the opinion polls, and May's personal ratings were far ahead of Jeremy Corbyn's. Almost everyone anticipated an enhanced majority, which would cement May's agenda and give her greater leeway in conducting the tortuous Brexit negotiations with the EU. In the event, Labour exceeded all expectations, capturing 40.0% of the vote, to the Conservatives' 42.3%, and depriving May of an overall majority. It was only with the aid of Northern
Ireland's Democratic Unionists (DUP) and a confidence-and-supply agreement that she was able to continue in office at the head of a minority government.
In this article we explore what the 2017 manifestos reveal about the parties' ideological movements before polling day. More specifically we report the 2017
estimates from the Manifesto Project, an authoritative and widely-used source of comparative data on parties' policy positions. 3 Although we focus on the Conservatives and Labour, we also address all the other parties that won and took their seats in the 2017 Parliament, as well as the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). As we shall see, the content of the 2017 manifestos suggests three things: a leftwards shift by the two largest parties; the opening up of ideological space between the Conservatives and Labour; and a distinct ideological clustering in UK politics, with the Tories, UKIP and the DUP on one side, and Labour, the Liberal Democrats, the Greens, the Scottish Nationalists and Plaid Cymru on the other. will thus wish to avoid making too many promises they know they cannot keep. 4 At the same time, manifestos matter for politicians interested in the long-term direction of their party. Once an idea makes it into a manifesto, it becomes official party policy and has a better chance than not of remaining so in the medium term.
Manifestos in the 2017 general election
Inertia matters in politics.
Politicians also take manifestos seriously because of the media attention they attract. To be sure, manifestos rarely have any impact on election outcomes and have probably become less important shapers of the campaign agenda in recent years. New forms of digital and social media have multiplied the arenas for political debate, and new practices, such as leaders' debates, have created new focal points in campaigns.
Nevertheless, there is always the risk that a badly drafted manifesto may create an embarrassing gaffe; and that risk is never worth taking.
For this reason, the drafting of manifestos is generally a long drawn-out affair.
It is also generally a tightly controlled affair. Manifestos are usually compiled by the party leaderships in consultation with key front-bench spokespersons, policy advisers and, to a greater or lesser degree, party conference resolutions or other forms of membership contribution. Party leaders also usually have the final say on manifesto content and emphasis, and they often put their name to a personal message that appears at the front of the document. Theresa May's decision to seek an early election meant that all the parties had to expedite the production of their manifestos. 5 The timing of most general elections, even those that occur before they are strictly necessary, can be guessed with some degree of accuracy. Political parties therefore have time to develop policy, consult on proposals and solicit appropriate material from relevant ministers or spokespeople.
None of the parties had this luxury in 2017.
The resulting documents were the usual mixture of colours, sizes and content. Ireland had paid much attention to the region's distinctive party system, and even fewer had paid any attention to its manifestos. But to everyone's surprise, the DUP would go on to assume a pivotal post-election role as the buttress to a minority Conservative government.
It is possible if not probable that manifestos themselves played some role in the circumstances that led to a hung parliament. Two key 'manifesto moments' stand out for their potential impact on the election result. The first of these centred on Labour. Several days before its official launch, the draft manifesto was leaked. The aim was reportedly to discredit Corbyn and his campaign by revealing supposedly unacceptable left-wing plans, such as scrapping tuition fees, creating at least one publicly-owned energy supplier in every region and stressing that any Labour prime minister would be 'extremely cautious' about using nuclear weapons. If that was the aim, the move backfired. Many of the policies were well received, certainly by potential Labour voters, while the party gained welcome positive publicity. The leaked draft was also well received by Labour activists and the associated grassroots movement, Momentum. The leaked manifesto 'electrified Labour's campaign' and coincided with if not caused a turnaround in the party's support. 6 The second 'manifesto moment' centred on the Conservatives. In keeping with her strategy of reaching out to voters in traditionally Labour-supporting areas, Theresa
May launched the document in Halifax, Yorkshire. A number of policies were criticised for being inconsistent with traditional Conservative values-or at odds with many Tory voters' interests-but by far the most damaging was the proposal to align the threshold for free domiciliary care for the elderly i.e. the care received in people's homes, with the threshold for free residential care. Henceforth everyone, including those living in expensive homes, would have to pay for care until all their assets were reduced to £100,000. Critics labelled the proposals 'a dementia tax', and May was forced to concede a cap on the maximum that people would need to pay for care. This apparent U-turn, just days after the manifesto launch, exploded the Conservatives' mantra that their leader could provide 'strong and stable' leadership. As misfortune would have it, this phrase featured 13 times in the party's manifesto. For the rest of the campaign, however, it became an ironic byword for May's fallibility. As Labour's support climbed, the Conservatives' projected vote share receded.
Manifestos and issue salience
Manifestos are often long and complex documents that are open to various interpretations. At the same time, they need to get a series of fairly simple priorities past journalists and through to a mass audience. Parties thus rely heavily on emphasis and repetition when drawing up manifestos.
This point about emphasis and repetition is central to most attempts to measure parties' priorities and extract their ideological positions from manifesto texts.
The underlying assumption here is that if parties wish to prioritise a policy area, they will continue to refer to it. The salience of a policy thus provides an indication of its importance to the party. 7 By analysing the content of a manifesto-in effect, reading and coding the text in order to measure how much of it deals with certain policy areas-it becomes possible to gauge the policy emphases in it. Since manifestos are Turning to Labour's manifestos, Table 2 One intriguing point to emerge from Tables 1 and 2 is that neither of the Manifesto Project categories dealing with European integration-positive or negative references to the European Union-made it into the top ten for either of the two major parties' manifestos. Despite Brexit overshadowing almost everything at Westminster, including the general election campaign, it did not directly dominate the manifestos.
A second intriguing point is that both major parties' manifestos in 2017 prioritised the same three areas: infrastructure, the welfare state and social justice. The relative emphases varied, of course, but both parties still appeared to be concerned with the same issues. Given that these issues historically have been associated with the political left in Britain-and a general commitment to increased levels of taxation and public spending-there appears to be some evidence that the Conservatives in 2017 really were seeking to move onto Labour's turf. We can explore this claim further by analysing many of the Manifesto Project policy categories simultaneously.
The 2017 manifestos and ideological positions
One various policy categories can be aggregated to produce a single measure of how committed a given party is to the free market and neo-liberal economics; and a single measure of how socially liberal or conservative it is. 11 To interpret the resulting summative scales, a higher neo-liberal economics score means the party is more committed to the free market, and a lower score means it is more statist. Similarly, a higher social conservatism score means that a party is more committed to traditional social values and authority, whereas a lower score means it is committed to personal freedom in people's private lives. The left-right dimension, in other words, combines both these dimensions.
Nevertheless, the different dimensions still allow us to take a more nuanced view of the parties. For example, the Greens' manifesto was more socially conservative than offering that was much more left-wing than it has been some for a long time.
This development raises two obvious questions. The first is whether it will continue. Labour's unexpected performance in 2017 may well embolden the party to produce an even more left-wing programme for the next election. Corbyn's grip on the party was certainly strengthened, and it is now much more difficult for moderate voices to argue that only a return to New Labour centrism will suffice. Meanwhile, the reaction against austerity has seeming pulled the wider public mood to the left, and there are clear electoral incentives for the Conservatives to track Labour's movement, at least as far as internal dynamics allow.
The second question concerns the fate of the current Conservative government. In order to secure its position, Theresa May agreed a confidence-andsupply deal with the DUP, the party that shifted most to the right. As part of that deal, the DUP secured no less than £1.5 billon in transfers to Northern Ireland to support various infrastructure projects. Later the party came out strongly against suggestions by mainland politicians to impose more socially liberal measures on the region, such as relaxing abortion laws. The 2017 manifesto data has provided further evidence, if any were needed, that the two parties make uncomfortable ideological bed fellows.
